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Abstract 
This paper presents an overview of the current state of research into tourism networks, 
by providing a systematic literature review and relational citation analysis of 98 scientific 
papers focusing on network collaboration in tourism destinations. The aim of this study is to 
get a better understanding why the promising theoretical claims of  potential benefits of 
networked collaboration in tourist destinations are so little supported by empirical evidence. 
This paper shows there are two explanations for this lack of empirically proven benefits. 
First, progress is hampered by the lack of integration within the field of tourism network 
studies. The citation analysis identified the existence of different sub-fields of research. These 
sub-fields apply different approaches towards tourism networks, both from a theoretical and 
from a methodological perspective. There is little cross-fertilization between the sub-fields 
and integrative studies are still scarce. Second, while many studies show interesting and 
promising findings, the field would make more progress, if researchers would reflect more 
systematically on the relationship between network goals and projected outcomes, and on the 
most suitable methodology to test the effects of the desired network development in a 
comprehensive way. Since networks thrive on the perspectives of future benefits that accrue 
from network participation, there is a need for empirical proof of these network outcomes. 
Examples of best practices should be provided which visualize and explain the benefits of 
networks. Tangible, quantitative benefits have to be found in order to stimulate tourism 
entrepreneurs investing time and money in local tourism networks. 
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1. Introduction 
Tourism is a complex phenomenon. It is a temporary interaction between guests and a 
hosting destination which is made up of an amalgam of stakeholders, partially or fully, and 
directly or indirectly involved in tourism. A great diversity of public, private and hybrid 
parties are involved in tourism providing services, infrastructure, information and primary 
and secondary tourist products vital for a successful tourism destination. Still, the tourist 
perceives, experiences and consumes the destination as an integrated entity (Buhalis, 2000; 
Haugland, Ness, Grønseth, & Aarstad, 2011). To grasp the complexity of managing a tourist 
destination, the concept of tourism networks has seen a rise in popularity during the last 
decades.  
An important issue in this debate is the persistence of a gap between the various 
stakeholders in tourism. This gap was already noticed in the mid-seventies, when Gunn 
(1977) raised awareness of a lack of public-private collaboration in tourism planning which 
she considered as an impediment for sustainable tourism development. Since then the 
relationship and collaboration between stakeholders gradually became an independent area 
for research in the field of tourism, with an acceleration in published studies since the turn of 
the century after some key publications on stakeholder collaboration (Jamal & Getz, 1995; 
Bramwell & Lane, 2000), and the role of public and private stakeholders in the organization 
of tourism destinations (Tremblay, 1998; Hall, 1999) were published. In these years, the 
network concept found its way into tourism management studies as it could provide a ‘“new” 
and “positive” mode of coordination that needed to be distinguished from markets and 
hierarchies’ (Provan & Kenis, 2008, p 233).  
Hall (2005, p 179) defines a network as ‘an arrangement of inter-organization 
cooperation and collaboration’. In the literature several positive values are attributed to 
tourism networks. Networks are proposed to function as systems which can organise and 
integrate tourism destinations, cause benefits for participating tourism firms, enhance 
destination performance and quality and stimulate the provision of ‘wholesome and 
memorable experiences’ for tourists (Zach & Racherla, 2011, p 98).  
The network approach has proven useful in various fields, among others sociology, 
economic geography and political sciences, with important contributions in the academic 
debate and resulting in all kinds of policy measures following this debate. In other fields, 
however, the network concept is still in a more immature phase. Provan & Kenis (2008, p 
229) argue that in for example public administration ‘despite much progress made by 
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researchers studying networks over the past 15 years and more, there is still a considerable 
discrepancy between the acclamation and attention networks receive and the knowledge we 
have about the overall functioning of networks’.  
In tourism, a growing body of work has been devoted to uncovering the potential of 
the network concept for tourism development and management (see e.g. Albrecht, 2013). The 
first studies suggest that the tourism industry needs a network approach, because this would 
help destinations to function in a changing, complex and competitive world (Gretzel & 
Fesenmaier, 2003; Cawley, Marsat, & Gillmor, 2007). Inspired by Porter (1990), it was 
claimed that tourism destinations ‘have a greater chance to be competitive on a national and 
global basis when their businesses are competing and collaborating at the same time’ 
(Novelli, Schmitz, & Spencer, 2006 p 1142). Working together in a complex system of 
simultaneous competition and collaboration demands a well-managed network of public and 
private stakeholders (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). It was also claimed that the network perspective 
has the potential to serve as  a tool which fosters innovation, knowledge sharing, 
competitiveness and sustainable economic development for the involved stakeholders 
(Novelli et al., 2006; Pavlovich, 2003).  
However, in sharp contrast with the universal optimistic claims about the value of a 
network approach for the development of tourism destinations, the scientific effort to provide 
evidence for these claims is still in its infancy. The literature is divergent and sometimes 
contradictory in its recommendations. Albrecht (2013) for example, argues in her review of 
tourism network studies in favour of a research agenda with more longitudinal, qualitative 
studies. On the other hand, Baggio, Scott and Cooper (2010), argue that there is a shortage of 
quantitative social network analysis. Del Chiappa and Presenza (2013, p 2) add a new 
perspective to this discussion by arguing that aside from this quantitative – qualitative divide, 
the field of studies can be divided into studies delving into the ‘evolution of businesses, 
product development, packaging and opportunities for further development’ and networks as 
a ‘channel for managing public-private relationships and understanding the structures of 
tourism and destination governance’. The different positions on tourism networks seem to 
exist parallel to each other and are seldom evolving into an academic debate. These 
contrasting claims and lack of agreement in the field of tourism network studies suggests that 
there might be too little cross-fertilization between the different approaches. It also seems that 
in the wider field of tourism network studies the network is conceptualised in different ways.  
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Summarizing, discussions on the conceptualisation of tourism networks (Presenza & 
Cipollina, 2010) and the type of methodology that should be applied to study networks (Scott, 
Baggio, & Cooper, 2008a; Albrecht, 2013) have not yet been settled. Some vital questions are 
left unanswered. Among these is the most important question whether or not a network 
approach to destination management really leads to competitive advantage for the destination 
and its related tourism firms.   
The aim of this paper is to review the literature on tourism networks from the various 
theoretical approaches available. Supported by a bibliometric citation network analysis, 
clusters of studies will be distinguished that use the same theoretical and/or methodological 
approach to tourism network studies. This so-called modularity analysis will also reveal how 
generated knowledge is disseminated within the scientific community. Taken together, these 
analyses aim to get a better understanding why the promising theoretical claims of  potential 
benefits of networking in the tourist industry are so little supported by empirical evidence. 
The paper will be concluded with some recommendations for further research as well as 
practice implications. 
2. Theoretical basis: The claimed benefits of tourism networks 
 
The origin for the growing popularity of studies into tourism networks stems from a 
number of reasons. First, and perhaps most important, there has been an outcry for an 
alternative to public sector management of destinations due to the rise of a more managerial 
perspective on governance (Wray, 2009; Hall, 1999). A system of self-management by 
(private) local stakeholders was argued to replace public sector management (Tremblay, 
1998). The role of the government should be restricted to the coordination of economic and 
social agents (Melián-González & García-Falcón, 2003) and an active role as network 
brokers is suggested (Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009; Vanneste & Ryckaert, 2011). Competitive 
advantage is thought to originate from a successful alignment of the intra-destination 
relationships and interdependencies (Saxena, 2005; Zehrer & Raich, 2010), while managing 
stakeholder relationships is considered in need of a network perspective on management.  
Secondly, there is a general belief that participating in a collaborative tourism network 
produces benefits for tourism firms (Novelli et al., 2006; Morrison, Lynch, & Johns, 2004). 
Through increased interorganizational learning and knowledge sharing, social capital is 
acquired. This is believed to increase the competitive position of tourism firms (Halme, 2001; 
Sørensen, 2007), because collaboration reduces transaction costs for network firms (Erkuş-
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Öztürk, 2009) and creates added value and enhances the tourist experience (Fuglsang & Eide, 
2013) in destinations with a high level of networked collaboration among its tourism firms.  
 Thirdly, in order to reap the benefits of networked collaboration, perceiving the intra-
destination organization as a network helps to grasp the complex nature of stakeholder 
relationships. The supply structure of the tourism destination is characterized by a wide 
variety of complementary and competing stakeholders who are interrelated and, together, 
shape the tourism product (Ramayah, Lee, & In, 2011; McCabe, Sharples, & Foster, 2012; 
Adiyia, Stoffelen, Jennes, Vanneste, & Ahebwa, 2015). These organizations have a 
relationship of dependency because ‘suppliers pass customers from one organization to 
another in order to provide a comprehensive tourism experience’ (Pavlovich, 2003, p 203). 
Hall (2005) points out that a network may turn into a physical “consumption route” sending 
tourists from one firm location to the other and in so doing creating an integrated tourism 
product offering. Considering that a tourist destination is perceived as a holistic product by 
tourists (Haugland et al., 2011), the integration of a tourist destination is important as tourists 
expect a smoothly organized value chain in which the different elements of the tourism 
experience are coordinated and aligned to suit the needs of the tourist (Van der Zee & Go, 
2013). Wäsche, Dickson and Woll (2013) argument that destination management for this 
reason cannot focus on single entities within a destination, but should adopt a network 
perspective to include a wider selection of stakeholders and their interdependencies in a 
destination. ‘The success of a destination thus depends on the seamless coordination of the 
players comprising the tourism value chain’ (Zach & Racherla, 2011, p.98). In sum, it is the 
overall inter-firm network configuration that leads to competitive advantage (Denicolai, 
Cioccarelli, & Zucchella, 2010; Hall, 2005).  
 Fourth, the increasing complex nature of tourism calls for a management system 
which is able to respond to change and volatility to function in a continuously changing 
environment (Dwyer, Edwards, Mistilis, Roman, & Scott, 2009). Tourism is extremely 
sensitive to change of context beyond the sphere of influence of local tourism actors. The 
demand for a destination is influenced by a large set of variables ranging from changing 
tourists’ tastes to the entry of new and alternative destinations competing for the same 
clientele. Political disturbances or natural disasters can negatively alter the attractiveness of 
destinations (Miller & Ritchie, 2003) while positive reviews by travel media can put 
destinations on the mental maps of potential visitors (Buhalis, 2000). A tourism destination is 
thus highly dependent on the wider, unpredictable and unmanageable context. Being flexible, 
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resilient and able to adapt to change seems to be the only way out of potential destination 
decline. Destinations characterized by network collaboration are argued to be more able to 
cope with these external influences. Not only can networks provide economies of scale for 
small and medium enterprises, also networked collaboration is argued to increase resilience 
of the stakeholders involved (Luthe, Wyss & Schuckert, 2012) and innovative products and 
policies are more likely to be developed by a networked collaboration of stakeholders 
(McCabe et al., 2012). 
From this theoretical exploration it may be concluded that – in principle – the tourism 
industry might benefit from a network approach. Now it is time to explore to what extent the 
published literature lives up to these expectations.  
 
3. Study design 
In this study, a relational bibliometric analysis is conducted to uncover the structure of 
the research field of tourism network studies. Citation network analysis is a methodology 
which is applied to uncover patterns of knowledge dissemination which are not visible at first 
glance, and to provide an overview of an academic discipline from a relational perspective 
that goes beyond citation rankings. ‘Relational techniques explore relationships within 
research, such as the structure of research fields, the emergence of new research themes and 
methods’ (Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013, p.126). The methodology of this study is partly 
based on the pioneering work by Benckendorff and Zehrer (2013), who are among the first to 
apply citation network analysis in a tourism context. The approach applied in this paper 
differs in three important ways from the approach by Benckendorff and Zehrer (2013). 
Firstly, this study aims to give an insight into the current position of the subfield of tourism 
network studies by including all available scientific papers published in this subfield of 
tourism research on network collaboration, while Benckendorff and Zehrer (2013) focus on a 
selection of the most important journals and highlight the most important authors and 
publications in the field of academic tourism research. Secondly, the review in this paper 
applies a modularity analysis to uncover clusters within the field of tourism network research. 
The modularity analysis shows whether we can distinguish clusters by looking at the citing 
behaviour of the included papers. Since citing shows a relation of knowledge sharing, the 
structure of the field based on citing behaviour and its subdivision into clusters can provide 
important insights into the development of the field of tourism network studies. Thirdly, a 
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meta-analysis is presented on the distinguished conceptualization of the various types of 
tourism networks with a focus on (the gap between) assumed and empirically proven 
outcomes of the different studies.  
To fully grasp the current position of the field of tourism network research, a 
systematic literature review has been conducted. It is systematic in the sense that a 
comprehensive overview is given of academic papers published in internationally peer 
reviewed journals from the year 2000 till February 2014. The year 2000 was chosen because 
even though the network concept was introduced in tourism studies before the year 2000, 
papers going explicitly into tourism networks started to appear after the turn of the 
millennium. A systematic literature search was undertaken in two steps. First, Google Scholar 
was used with the query “tourism network”. From the first 400 hits, the paper abstracts were 
analyzed and papers were selected that address network collaboration in a tourism context. 
Papers addressing other types of networks, for example transport, ICT or neural networks 
were not selected. The reference lists of the selected papers were cross checked for additional 
literature. In total, 48 papers were found using this search query.  
In order to triangulate the results, a second search query was applied using the Scopus 
database. The search query looked for internationally peer reviewed journal papers which 
contained (all variations of) the words tourism and network, in the title, keywords or abstract. 
This led to a total of 932 search hits. All papers have been reviewed by the authors based on 
the criteria that their main aim and scope should be the study of network collaboration in a 
tourism context. The selection process left a total of 98 papers which have been included in 
the citation analysis.  
From the 98 papers included in the citation network, 8 papers did not refer to any of 
the other included papers, nor have they been referred to by papers included in the citation 
network. The impact of these 8 papers on the scientific development of the field is thus 
negligible. The remaining 90 papers are more or less structured in distinct citation patterns. 
Where most relational bibliometric studies conduct co-authorship analysis to show the most 
important authors in a field (Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013), we opt for a relational citation 
analysis to uncover the structure of the field of tourism network studies in general. Two types 
of analysis have been performed on the selected papers: (a) a citation analysis which shows 
the bibliometric relationship between the papers, and (b) a modularity analysis which shows 
the presence of clusters within the network of papers.  
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To perform a citation analysis, the authors manually produced a citation matrix that 
shows for every of the selected papers to which other papers it refers and shows the papers by 
which it is referred to. The citation matrix was analysed and visualised using UCINET 
network analysis software (Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman 2002). The nodes in the network are 
papers, coded by the year of publication and a following alphabetical letter code to indicate 
the order of publication in the given year. Node 02A is for example the first paper published 
in 2002 (see figure 1). The links between the nodes show the citation relationships within the 
network. The citation matrix allows to visualise the direction of the citing relationship which 
is visualised by an arrow connecting the citing paper to the cited paper. Distinguishing the 
direction is important because it shows which papers have a high centrality measure because 
they are cited often by other papers (high in-degree, influential papers), and which papers 
have a high centrality because they cite many other papers (high out-degree, disseminating 
papers). The position within the visualised network (figure 1) shows the centrality based on 
geodesic distance to other nodes, a central position within the network is determined by a 
high number of citing relations.   
The second part of the analysis delves into the structure of the network. The visual 
representation of the network hints the presence of various clusters of nodes. To determine 
whether these clusters are present and which papers exactly belong to which clusters, a 
modularity analysis has been conducted. The modularity measure is used to distinguish 
clusters within the citation network. It was calculated using an algorithm created with the 
software package “R” and its programming language and environment (R Core Team, 2013). 
The modularity measure is an outcome based calculation of clusters in a network, given the 
density of linkages between nodes which are in this case citations. The modularity within the 
network shows the fraction of the nodes that fall within a given group compared to the 
number of nodes that would fall within the group when they would be randomly distributed. 
In other words, the modularity analysis shows whether there are clusters present within the 
citation network. We found seven clusters and a modularity score of 36 percent which shows 
that the number of papers that fall within the distinguished clusters exceeds the expected 
number of papers when it would be randomly distributed sginificantly. The found cluster 
distribution was imported and visualised (see figure 1) using the NetDraw application of 
UCINET (Borgatti et al., 2002). The clusters of papers were analysed on recurring themes, 
perceived and proven network benefits, conceptualisation of networks and applied 
methodologies.  
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4. Results 
4. 1 The ‘founders’ of network studies in tourism 
Although some incidental papers on collaboration between stakeholders in a tourism 
destination were published before (see e.g. Gunn, 1977), the real boost in collaborative 
network studies in tourism starts in the late ‘90s with the works of Jamal & Getz (1995) on 
stakeholder collaboration, Tremblay (1998) on the economic organization of tourism, and 
Hall (1999) on public-private governance relationships. These important milestone papers all 
reflected on the applicability of a network perspective on tourism. Comparing these first 
contributions, we found that the current field of tourism networks is based on pillars 
departing from a different perspectives on the tourism network. An often cited paper by 
Jamal & Getz (1995) for example, states that in order to cope with a changing and 
increasingly complex context in which tourism destinations need to perform, a higher level of 
collaboration is necessary. Collaboration between tourism stakeholders, planners and policy 
makers is in this case the prime focus. Studies into policy networks (see e.g. Tyler & Dinan,  
2001), community tourism networks (Kokkranikal & Morrison, 2011) and public-private 
network organization (see e.g. Lemmetyinen  & Go, 2009) build on this proposed network 
perspective by Jamal & Getz (1995) to study stakeholder relationships and apply the work by 
Bramwell & Lane (2000) to study stakeholder collaboration.  
A second influential paper on networks by Tremblay (1998) addresses the economic 
organization of tourism. A network perspective is suggested to overcome outdated 
mainstream economic theory in order to explain the organization of the supply side in 
tourism. A network economy originating from inter-firm cooperation is suggested as a 
potential structure to organize tourism. A typology of tourism networks is proposed with a 
strong emphasis on horizontally organized business networks, and limited involvement from 
public stakeholders. Studies into firm performance (see e.g. Sundbo, Orfila-Sintes, & 
Sørensen, 2007), network configuration (Scott, Cooper, & Baggio, 2008b) and inter-firm 
cooperation (Lemmetyinen, 2009) build on this perspective on tourism networks.  
A third track of literature raises questions on the direct  applicability of the network 
concept to the field of tourism as it is applied in the work of Tremblay (1998). Hall and Page 
(2009, p 7) raise caution concerning the direct translation of ‘narrow economic or business 
approaches’ to the complex tourism sector. Hall (1999) stresses the importance of public 
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parties in tourism planning and policy making, and states that ‘policy arguments surrounding 
networks and collaboration need to be examined within broader ideas of “governance”’ (Hall, 
1999 p 286). In later contributions, this viewpoint is followed and translated into network 
studies as governance is described as a networked alternative for traditional public sector 
government (Cooper, Scott & Baggio, 2009). A body of literature into tourism policy 
networks (see e.g. Dredge, 2006a) and the role of brokers (see e.g. Vanneste & Ryckaert, 
2011) draws upon this perspective on tourism networks forming another pillar in the current 
field of tourism network research.  
Although the current field of tourism network studies branched out from these three 
initial publications, the base of tourism network studies is heavily influenced by other fields 
of studies as well. Network theory and (social) network analysis originate from the field of 
mathematics and have been influential in fields like economic geography (see e.g. Boschma 
& Frenken, 2006), sociology (see e.g. Granovetter, 1973) and political sciences (see e.g. 
Knoke, 1990). Concepts and approaches in tourism network studies have thus been borrowed 
from other fields of application, with the work by Granovetter (1973) on the distinction 
between strong and weak network ties and the work by Uzzi (1997) on the effects of network 
embeddedness as prime examples. The rich recent history of network theory in other 
scientific fields fuels the estimation that the application of network theory on the field of 
tourism research could provide valuable new contributions for tourism studies.  
It may be concluded that the rise in network studies has many fathers. The next 
section will look into the development of the tourism network literature by analyzing a 
systematic selection of tourism network papers and determining the current state of this field 
of research by unravelling the citation network of these papers. Secondly, it lists the main 
contributions from these studies for tourism management.  
 
4.2 Current state of the art 
The structure of tourism network studies has been described before. In their seminal 
book into network analysis in tourism, Scott et al. (2008a) divide the field based upon the 
methodology applied to study tourism networks. They argue there is a mainly quantitative 
approach originating from the mathematical origins of network studies and a mainly 
qualitative approach applying various in-depth enquiries into network relations and 
stakeholder perceptions. This subdivision is subsequently applied by Albrecht (2013) who 
claims an overrepresentation of quantitative network studies is currently present. A second 
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subdivision is proposed by Presenza and Cipollina (2010) and Del Chiappa and Presenza 
(2013) who make a distinction between network studies going mainly into public-private 
relations and tourism policy versus studies focusing on tourism firm performance and inter 
firm relations. The work on the former “policy networks” builds upon the foundation 
proposed by Hall (1999) while the work on the latter “business networks” draws upon the 
propositions by Tremblay (1998).  
Studies into policy networks and business networks are characterized by different 
theoretical approaches, research questions and methodology. When analyzing the papers 
reviewed in this study, both distinctions based upon methodology and the division between 
“business” and “policy” network studies seem to be too restrictive and generalizing to grasp 
the more complex reality of the current state of tourism network research. Studies combining 
qualitative and quantitative methodologies are fairly common in this field, and an important 
share of the studies is not easily placed in either the “business” or “policy” network subfield. 
However, clusters of papers adopting a different point of view towards tourism networks, 
drawing upon different theories and applying different methodologies can be distinguished. 
While all papers use tourism networks as their starting point, the choices made produce 
different outcomes and perspectives towards the contribution of the network perspective for 
tourism management.  
4.3 Systematic modularity analysis 
To uncover the structure of the field of network studies, and to find whether clusters 
are present, a modularity analysis has been conducted using the citation matrix of the 
included 90 connected papers as input (see figure 1). We can state positively that there are 
clusters, or subfields of scientific work, to be distinguished within the field of tourism 
network studies. The applied algorithm distinguished seven different clusters, of which four 
major, centrally located clusters and three minor, marginally located clusters. The two 
subfields suggested by Del Chiappa and Presenza (2013) are clearly distinguishable in this 
modularity analysis, with “policy networks” and “business networks” clusters located on the 
left and right side of the network graph (figure 1). The graph shows a gap between these two 
clusters which proves that papers into “policy networks” and “business networks” are not 
likely to cite each other. The correspondence of these clusters with the distinction proposed in 
the literature strengthens the validity of the analysis. Interestingly, however, the modularity 
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analysis provides additional clusters of network studies which would have gone lost if no 
deeper analysis was conducted.  
Next to the “business network” and “policy network” clusters, two more centrally 
located and influential clusters can be distinguished. Both clusters are positioned in a 
horizontal orientation with network nodes located among, and therefore related to, both 
policy network papers and business network papers (figure 1). Various papers from these 
clusters are located between the “policy network” and “business network” cluster, bridging 
the gap between them. These clusters contain papers that combine both main perspectives on 
tourism networks and, to a certain extent, integrate the traditional subfields. One of these 
clusters goes into tourism stakeholder relationships (Jamal & Getz, 1995; Bramwell & Lane, 
2000) and the balance between competition and collaboration in a destination drawing upon 
Porter (1990). This cluster is labeled “network co-opetition” due to its focus on stakeholder 
relationships and the philosophy that competing and collaborating at the same time 
strengthens the destination and improves stakeholders performance. The other cluster goes 
back to the roots of network theory and draws upon a more mathematical network perspective 
(Scott et al., 2008a). Papers in this cluster go into the structure of the network and the nature 
of the network relations, and is therefore labeled “network configuration”. Both clusters 
witness a strong increase in the number of contributions from 2008 onwards.  
Finally, three smaller and marginally located clusters can be distinguished, which we 
labelled “other clusters”. These clusters address one-issue networks like marketing and sports 
and event networks. Three papers forming a small cluster on the right side of the network 
graph (figure 1) close to the “business network” cluster focus specifically on innovation as a 
network outcome. Next, the four main clusters will be described in more detail. 
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figure 1 Citation network (n 90) including modularity analysis 
 
4.4 The structure of network studies within the tourism domain 
4.4.1. Policy networks 
Studies in the category “policy networks” focus on the relationships between 
government, businesses and civil society and how these relationships shape policy making, 
issue identification, communication, sharing of resources and collective action (Hall, 1999). 
These studies mainly build on the work by Dredge (2006a; 2006b), who applied network 
theory for unravelling policymaking and understanding public-private relations in an 
Australian case. She draws on both, economic geographical (e.g. Porter, 1990) and 
governance conceptualizations (Tyler & Dinan, 2001) of networks, but with a goal to 
understand how ‘networks can be used as an organizing concept to understand the messiness 
of local tourism networks’ (Dredge, 2006a, p 279). Findings help to understand the dynamic 
practice of tourism planning and management, which is characterized by imbalanced power 
relations and complexity (Dredge, 2006b).  
Postprint version of article Tourism networks unravelled; a review of the literature on networks in tourism 
management studies by Egbert van der Zee & Dominique Vanneste published in Tourism Management 
Perspective, 15 (July 2015), pp 46-56 
 
14 
 
A number of studies indicate that hierarchically, top down organized destinations with 
a powerful public stakeholder see a low level of network participation by other stakeholders 
such as community members and tourism entrepreneurs (Pforr, 2006; Bhat & Milne, 2008; 
Cooper et al., 2009). Special attention is given to the role of a local public, or public-private 
tourism organization or destination management organization (DMO) as an important 
stakeholder in tourism networks. The DMO and other policymaking entities are in subsequent 
papers discussed as important nodes in a hierarchical network structure where policymaking 
and implementation were seen as a top-down process with limited influence, inclusion and 
feedback from tourism businesses or the wider community (Pforr, 2006; Cooper et al., 2009; 
Beaumont & Dredge, 2010). Beaumont & Dredge (2010) argue that a gap exists between 
network theory and the practical situation in tourism destinations where a short term vision 
towards economic benefits, a high level of bureaucracy, low levels of trust among 
entrepreneurs and a lack of knowledge of the tourism industry among policy makers is often 
present.  
Other, more recent, contributions however state that policy networks have the 
potential to empower stakeholders and provide equal access to resources and to participate in 
the decision making process (March & Wilkinson, 2009; Viken & Aarsaether, 2013; Halkier, 
2014; Charlie, King, & Pearlman, 2014). A process of specialization takes place, placing 
local communities and sustainability issues in a more central position. Like in the earlier 
works on policy networks, these contributions try to unravel the factors affecting the level of 
influence stakeholders have on policymaking. These factors range from very general ones as 
levels of power (Viken & Aarsaether, 2013) to very specific factors as entrepreneurial 
reputation (Strobl & Peeters, 2013). The novelty in these new contributions is that they move 
from the conceptualization of the network as a representation of public-private relationships 
to a more holistic interpretation of the network. The structure and configuration of the 
network and the way these affect policy outcomes are more often the focus of recent policy 
network studies (Presenza & Cipollina, 2010).  
In a number of case studies following this network approach, successful network 
development was found which originated through brokerage by public sector stakeholders 
(Presenza & Cipolina, 2010). Either the local DMO or individually operating brokers 
described as “network champions” were successful in creating a tourism network which 
caused diversification of the tourist product, more equity among stakeholders and better 
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chances for small and medium enterprises to enter the tourism sector (Viken & Aarsaether, 
2013), or in another case study led to the involvement of the wider community into the 
tourism sector (Iorio & Corsale, 2014). Successful network collaboration and associated 
network benefits have been empirically demonstrated for small scaled tourism destinations 
with a limited number of stakeholders and close economic, cultural and geographical distance 
between the stakeholders.  
4.4.2. Business networks  
Most of the studies in the tourism business network cluster are of a very explorative 
nature and offer a broad conceptualization of tourism networks. Compared to the policy 
network cluster, the field of studies into “business networks” is less coherent. The network 
graph (figure 1) shows that the business network cluster is less dense and features a large 
number of sparsely connected nodes and outliers. Two studies can be seen as the base of 
further work delving into business networks and the associated intra firm collaboration 
(Tinsley & Lynch, 2001; Morrison et al., 2004). Studies in the business network are likely to 
build upon the economic organization of tourism by private stakeholders as proposed by 
Tremblay (1998). Business network studies depart from a perspective of a horizontal, non-
hierarchical self-organizing network of tourism firms consisting of dense local ties and weak 
global ties which is supported and/or funded by public bodies and organized by local 
champions or leading managers. This network structure is argued to be beneficial for 
knowledge sharing, innovation and collective learning, but empirical evidence is lacking.
 Perceived benefits for businesses and the development of tourism destinations are 
featured in the majority of the business network studies. Building upon the work of Porter 
(1990), Morrison et al. (2004), state that networks are a formalized form of collaboration to 
reach a common purpose that results in a wide range of quantitative and/or qualitative 
benefits for network members. Furthermore, they underline that tourism destinations may 
profit from network collaboration, ranging from an increased sense of community to an 
extension of the visitor season of the destination. More recent studies into business networks 
tend to apply a more narrow focus on the perceived benefits of tourism networks: following 
the work of Halme (2001) innovation, knowledge sharing and collective learning have 
become the main focus of several tourism network studies (see e.g. Novelli et al., 2006 or 
Kelliher & Reinl, 2011). Sørensen (2007, p.31) refers to various authors when stating that 
local destination networks are essential for destination development because they sustain 
learning, integrate local know-how, link fragmented capabilities and sustain innovations. 
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Network outcomes in general, and concrete tangible benefits for the network members in 
particular are argued to be important drivers behind network formation and development 
(Tinsley & Lynch, 2001; Fuglsang & Eide, 2013).  
Almost no studies empirically prove (tangible) network outcomes. In a number of 
cases, a restrictive network organization with a dominant public sector stakeholder impeded 
network outcomes for its members (Copp & Ivy, 2001), but in more cases it was found that 
small and medium tourism businesses are not likely to actively participate in tourism 
networks (Sørensen, 2007; Erkuş-Öztürk, 2009; de Klerk & Saayman, 2012). A lack of social 
capital and network skills, time and budget constraints or a dominant position of larger 
tourism businesses were argued to cause this low participation in business networks. 
Destinations with less cultural, economic and geographic distance between tourism 
businesses were seen as the most likely locations where successful network formation could 
take place (Sørensen, 2007; Deery, O’Mahony, & Moors, 2012). For the effectivity of 
network development, public parties were suggested to play a less dominant, more facilitating 
role. For instance, it was suggested that  - as an example of public party involvement - public 
stakeholders should facilitate training opportunities to gain network skills (Erkuş-Öztürk, 
2009; de Klerk & Saayman, 2012). 
While most studies in this cluster focus on factors that stimulate or impede network 
formation, just a few studies look into the actual network outcomes. Interestingly, these are 
all case-studies about beach-destinations in different parts of the world (Spain, United 
Kingdom, South India and Turkey). Sørensen (2007) concludes from a case-study in Malaga 
(Spain) that network participation might improve information sharing, but that it was not 
found to foster innovation. Learning and sharing of information were also found as network 
outcomes by McLeod, Vaughan and Edwards (2010), who did a case-study in Bournemouth 
(UK).  Kokkranikal and Morrison (2011) show in an eco-resort in South India how a private-
community network can be established that causes a socially sustainable tourism 
development with community involvement. Finally, in a case-study performed in Antalya 
(Turkey), Erkuş-Öztürk & Eraydin (2010) show how local tourism networks might contribute 
to a sustainable use of resources which are vital for the tourism destination with the example 
of collaborative action towards environmental protection by various tourism stakeholders. 
Bringing tourism businesses closer together, stimulating communications and the creation of 
a business community have been the most important empirically proven outcomes of tourism 
networks. 
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4.4.3. Co-opeting networks 
A selection of studies on tourism networks distinguishes itself by focusing on 
relationships between tourism stakeholders and the nature of their relationships. Following 
the work of Porter (1990), participating in a tourism network is believed to assist in finding a 
balance between competition and collaboration which increases both stakeholder and 
destination performance (Petrou, Pantziou, Dimara, & Skuras, 2007; Denicolai et al., 2010). 
This cluster contains papers that combine both business and policy network perspectives and 
to a certain extent integrates both subfields. While inter firm interactions are an important 
focus in this cluster, the relationship with public or public-private destination managers is 
also a central theme. Findings suggest that informal networks, based on social, economic and 
cultural proximity are most likely to produce positive network outcomes (Zach & Racherla, 
2011). However, the presence of dominant (public) institutions (e.g. DMOs) are found to 
impede network formation (Petrou et al., 2007). Horizontal network structures are suggested, 
with competent public sector management, or public-private or private network brokers, 
organizing the tourism network (Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009). A successful tourism network 
consists of tourism businesses that work together in an interdependent balance of co-
opetition, fueled by trust and reciprocity (Beritelli, 2011). 
While this cluster gives an insight into the question when tourism businesses are 
likely to cooperate, it gives a very limited empirical prove of network outcomes. Hints 
towards network benefits are given by Wang & Fesenmaier (2007) who claim network 
participation leads to organizational learning, social capital creation and the formation of 
communal business strategies. Lemmetyinen & Go (2009) take a different position towards 
the outcomes of network participation and turn the relationship the other way around. They 
state that when a destination is able to create a level of network collaboration among its 
tourism stakeholders, further cooperation between tourism firms can be a network outcome. 
This level of cooperation can lead to the creation and diffusion of joint knowledge 
(Lemmetyinen & Go, 2009), increasing individual firm performance and destination 
performance (Ramayah et al., 2011), the integration of the tourism sector and the offering of 
an integrated tourism experience for visitors (Zehrer & Raich, 2010; Denicolai et al., 2010). 
In other words, increasing levels of cooperation are an important outcome of tourism 
networks, which are depicted as a fluid, evolving, horizontal web of stakeholder interactions 
with one or more common goals.  
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The positive network outcomes mentioned by the papers in this cluster are a 
combination of outcomes mentioned in the policy network clusters (access to resources and 
influence on policy), but are complemented by successful business network collaboration 
outcomes, such as learning and sharing of knowledge, creating economies of scale through 
the integration of the tourism destination and the capability to adapt to external influences. 
However, almost no tangible proof is given by the empirical studies, as most emphasis was 
given to explaining how and why tourism stakeholders participate in tourism networks. A 
weakness in this cluster of network studies is that while there is a strong emphasis on 
stakeholder relations in networks, almost no attention is given to the configuration of the 
tourism network as a whole, or the different type of network relations that can exist.  
 
4.4.4. Network configuration  
The second cluster that integrates both policy and business network studies focuses on 
network structure and topology. This cluster applies (social) network analysis to unravel the 
structure of tourism networks and applies a technical conceptualization of tourism networks 
based on links between stakeholders and (quantitative) measures of network performance 
(Scott et al., 2008a). The position of the network stakeholder is determined by the links he or 
she has with other stakeholders and the nature of these links. This position is expressed by 
measures as centrality, degree, closeness and betweenness (Timur & Getz, 2008; Baggio et 
al., 2010). These relationships do not occur in a vacuum of dyadic ties, but rather in a 
network of influences (Pavlovich, 2003). The presence of both strong and weak ties and close 
and far connections are important in this definition. Network topologies and structures are 
used to give an insight in (a) the organization structure of destinations, (b) the potential for 
sharing of information and innovation, (c) access to and management of resources and power 
relations, (d) flexibility and adaptability and (e) show where improvement of connections 
between stakeholders might benefit the destination.  
Benefits assigned to network collaboration by papers in the “network configuration” 
cluster resemble previously mentioned network outcomes. Competitive advantage, due to 
sharing of knowledge and access to information that leads to innovation (Baggio et al., 2010) 
is one of the frequently mentioned benefits. Management of and access to resources (Romeiro 
& Costa, 2010; Schaffer & Lawley, 2012; Hazra, Fletcher, & Wilkes, 2014) is another 
prominent benefit for tourism stakeholders and destinations stressed by these studies. A novel 
application of network theory on tourism destinations that could lead to competitive 
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advantage is also presented. By knowing the network configuration of a destination, a more 
comprehensive and integrated tourism planning can be achieved (Cooper et al., 2009; 
Schaffer & Lawley, 2012). The density of network ties can indicate the likeliness network 
stakeholders share information or the level of trust and reciprocity between network members 
(Schaffer & Lawley, 2012; Del Chiappa & Presenza, 2013).  
Applying network theory and analysis, a number of studies found network structures 
which impeded development of the tourism structure due to dominant positions of (public 
sector) stakeholders (Pavlovich, 2003; Timur & Getz, 2008; Noguiera & Pinho, 2014). In 
other studies on network configuration, sparse and weak network structures were found to 
negatively influence collaboration and information sharing (Baggio et al., 2010; Baggio, 
2011), although the presence of a network connection that bridges structural holes might link 
local tourism networks to new information and knowledge (Schaffer & Lawley, 2012). New 
methodological techniques are applied to uncover stakeholder resilience through network 
composition (Schaffer & Lawley, 2012) and measure power relations through stakeholder 
relationships and network position (Hazra et al., 2014) in more recent papers. Even though 
these methodological advances have provided valuable insights for destination managers on 
the applicability of network analysis for tourism planning and destination management, it still 
does not show how, and to what extent these network topologies lead to tangible network 
outcomes. 
4.5 Schematic representation of the main results 
In general, benefits of networked collaboration are suggested to entail the creation and 
diffusion of knowledge and innovation, quality improvement of tourism product offering, a 
higher quality of service provision, a more efficient production process, an increasing 
sustainability of the destination and in total a more competitive destination. These assumed 
benefits of networked collaboration can be found in papers from all four proposed subfields. 
In theory, the level of success is attributed to the composition and configuration of the 
tourism network. In practice however, networks are conceptualised differently in the various 
fields and  benefits from networked collaboration for stakeholders and the destination are 
perceived differently. The same goes for the kind of network outcomes that are empirically 
proven in the different studies. The four main subfields found in the modularity analysis 
show internally a lot of consistencies, but some differences between the subfields are notable. 
Table 1 gives an overview of the different subfields and lists the most found internal 
consistencies and external differences. 
Postprint version of article Tourism networks unravelled; a review of the literature on networks in tourism 
management studies by Egbert van der Zee & Dominique Vanneste published in Tourism Management 
Perspective, 15 (July 2015), pp 46-56 
 
20 
 
table 1:Schematic representation of the four sub clusters 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Discussion 
 
Over the past two decades, a growing number of studies has been published which 
focus on the role of networks in tourism. Interestingly, the roots are still visible of the papers 
that introduced the network concept into the tourism literature at the end of the 1990’s (Jamal 
& Getz, 1995; Tremblay, 1998; Hall, 1999). The main body of the reviewed literature 
consists of two main types of network studies: policy networks (building upon Hall, 1999 and 
Jamal & Getz, 1995) and business networks (building upon Tremblay, 1998). Based on the 
modularity analysis, these seem to be distinct fields of study, which both have their own 
scientific community and hardly have any mutual impact. This has to be regretted because 
both fields encounter the same type of problems. Network outcome claims are manifold, but 
except for a limited amount of case-studies that draw upon stakeholder evaluation of tourism 
networks (e.g. Erkuş-Öztürk & Eraydin, 2010; Viken & Aarsaether, 2013) few tangible, 
quantitative benefits have been found which might persuade tourism entrepreneurs to invest 
time and money in local tourism networks. 
 Conceptualisation 
 
Projected network benefits 
 
Empirically proven network benefits and outcomes 
 
 
 Business 
networks  
 
Networking is a tool to enhance 
firm performance. The firm is the 
main study object; the main topic is 
the question whether joining a 
tourism network could produce 
benefits for tourism firms.  
 
 Wide range of benefits for firms:  
- competitive advantage  
- interorganisational learning  
- increased sector performance  
- innovation  
- lowering transaction costs  
- added value  
- increased social capital and skills  
 
Benefits of tourism networks are seldom proven. Study 
findings go into:  
- The question how to organise a tourism network  
- The role of brokers and public or public/private institutions 
in network organisation.  
- Variables affecting the likeliness a firm will enter a 
networked collaboration  
 
 
 
 Policy 
networks  
 
Networks provide access to 
resources and can be an alternative 
to traditional destination 
government. Studies address public-
private relationships, power 
relations within the network and 
network hierarchies.  
 
 Main focus on benefits for the destination:  
- (equal) access to resources  
- sustainable development  
- sustainable resource management  
- conservation  
- democratic collaboration  
- reciprocity among stakeholders  
- competitive advantage  
- social capital enhancement  
 
Applying a network perspective helps to understand the 
complex dynamic of tourism decision making and destination 
planning by uncovering power structures.  
- Top-down organised destinations were argued to have a 
restrictive governance structure which impedes reaping the 
projected network benefits.  
- Inclusive, horizontal networks were found to assist resources 
management, community involvement and conservation  
 
 
 
 Co-opeting 
networks  
 
Networks are means to reach a 
balance between competition and 
collaboration which enhances 
competitiveness. Managing a 
destination from a network 
perspective could foster co-opetive 
relationships when not impeded by 
hierarchical relationships and power 
imbalances.  
 
 Benefits enhance destination performance:  
- value creation 
- increasing social capital among stakeholders  
- improving quality and experience for visitors  
- co-creation of tourism experiences  
- creating economies of scale  
- building a successful destination brand  
- inclusive and integrated tourism destination 
 
Network benefits have not been empirically proven, but it is 
indicated that the destination management structure determines 
the level of network benefits.  
- Projected network benefits are impeded by hierarchical 
destination management structures.  
- Commitment and communication are seen as driving forces 
behind collaboration between tourism stakeholders  
- Network brokers or champions can successfully enhance the 
organisation of tourism networks  
 
 
 Network 
configuration  
 
Networks are a set of interrelations 
between tourism stakeholders. The 
configuration, structure and 
topology of the network, the 
presence of links between nodes and 
the nature of the links determine the 
performance of a tourism 
destination.  
 
Benefits for network participants originate 
from the flow of information, collaboration 
and access to resources:  
- innovation  
- competitive advantage  
- resilience, the ability to adjust to 
uncertainty and cope with complex 
situations  
 
The configuration of the network was found to influence 
network benefits in small-scale destinations with a flat 
organisation structure:  
- inclusive tourism planning  
- a culture of reciprocity among stakeholders  
- resilience towards external threats  
- creation and diffusion of information and knowledge  
- better performance of the tourism destination.  
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The citation analysis shows that over the last few years two additional clusters of 
papers have emerged that try to bridge the gap between these two fields. One field is labelled 
“network co-opetition” due to the dominant proposition that destinations benefit from a 
balanced web of relations between stakeholders which fosters collaboration but also permits 
competition between the network nodes. Together, this should lead to competitive advantage 
for the participants and the destination. Unfortunately, these projected benefits of balanced 
network collaboration are not yet empirically proven by the papers in this field. Empirical 
results focus on the nature of the collaboration between stakeholders and the role public or 
public-private network facilitators play in network development. In most studies, reasons are 
given why networks are impeded by either a dominant public sector stakeholder or by a lack 
of social capital and network skills among entrepreneurs. The most important finding from 
this field of studies shows that network relationships are strengthened by an ongoing 
communication dialogue between the network stakeholders, which is more successful when 
cultural, economic and geographic distance is low and clear common goals can be 
distinguished. 
While the “network co-opetition” subfield studies stakeholder relationships in-depth, a 
more holistic view on the tourism network is lacking. The last major subfield discussed here 
does take this holistic view into account. Departing from a mathematical conceptualisation of 
the network as a collection of network nodes and ties with a distinguishable structure, this 
field of studies for the first time departs from the network as an entity and not a mere 
concept. Pavlovich (2003) was the first author exploring this perspective in her longitudinal 
case study of tourism development surrounding the Waitomo Caves in New Zealand, but the 
subfield matured by the contributions by Scott et al. (2008a; 2008b) and Baggio et al. (2010) 
who approached the network from a quantitative, mathematical perspective and developed a 
methodology to study the tourism network as an entity. These papers relied strongly on 
previous research on tourism networks and combined it with findings from other fields where 
network theory has been applied more extensively. This can be regarded as a step forward, 
because papers which succeed in bridging the gap between scientific communities tend to 
facilitate knowledge diffusion between these, after all, closely related subfields. The 
contributions by, among others, Scott et al. (2008a; 2008b) and Baggio et al. (2010) mainly 
helped in developing the epistemology and methodology of tourism network research. The 
network itself moved to a central position in this branch of tourism research.  
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The more recent contributions in this subfield provide empirically proven network 
outcomes that could be of use for tourism researchers and destination managers. For example, 
Luthe et al. (2012) show how a network structure influences destination resilience to climate 
change in destinations in the Austrian Alps. Being able to adapt to external influences is an 
important beneficial outcome ascribed to networks by the early adaptors of network theory in 
tourism. It thus seems that this subfield, which draws upon contributions from the other 
subfields, develops into a field which is able to not only create an epistemology that departs 
from the network as an entity, but also is becoming able to provide tangible and useful 
network outcomes that are able to assist destination managers and tourism planners. 
To conclude, the field would benefit from more knowledge diffusion between the 
various subfields. This paper has demonstrated that many researchers remain within their 
own, relatively narrow research network, and profit too little from knowledge produced in 
closely related fields. The recent turn in network studies in tourism seems to be able to break 
away from this lock-in formed around either policy network clusters or business network 
clusters. The second conclusion is that, while many studies show interesting and promising 
findings, the field would make more progress, if researchers would reflect more 
systematically on the relationship between network goals and projected outcomes, and on the 
most suitable methodology to test the effects of the desired network development in a 
comprehensive way. Too often, papers depart from a seemingly given and fairly general set 
of assumed network outcomes (innovation, learning, quality improvement, sustainable 
economic development) and choose a methodology which is not fit to provide firm evidence 
whether or not these goals are reached. In combination, these two conclusions have important 
practice implications. Combining insights from policy network and business network 
perspectives, the contributions from the field of “network co-opetition” indicate that 
communicating common network goals are central to network success (Lemmetyinen & Go, 
2009).  
When the goals and interests of different stakeholders do not coincide, are impossible 
to align or are regarded as inconceivable, forming and maintaining a network is impossible. 
Two steps should be taken to align the goals and interests of stakeholders. First, there should 
be a clear and open communication about the goals of the various actors as well as of the 
network as a whole. Skewed power relations or badly configured networks impede this 
communication, and thus network development, and on the long run impede network 
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benefits. Second, examples of best practices should be provided which visualize and explain 
the benefits of working together in a network. These insights, originating from in-depth and 
subfield overarching research provide useful recommendations for tourism management, like 
the finding that hierarchical network structures with a dominant stakeholder (often a DMO) 
are impeding network formation and outcomes.   
Even though some recent papers empirically investigate network outcomes, the claim  
by Morrison et al. (2004) that the perceived benefits of engaging in a network are of a highly 
qualitative and fuzzy nature still holds after a decade of tourism network research. Papers 
evaluating network performance and indicating tangible network outcomes are scarce. To 
further develop the field of network studies, papers that aim to empirically proof network 
outcomes are necessary. Being more precise (and maybe more modest) in articulating 
tangible goals is an important first step. An innovative additional way to fulfil this quest 
might be to include the tourist in network research. While tourists are the users and thus the 
main evaluators of network performance, they are seldom included in the tourism network 
studies so far (but see Shih, 2006 for a notable exception). As the provision of a high quality 
experience and the creation of value for consumers are seen as important outcomes of 
successful network collaboration, empirical evidence on the relation between network 
collaboration and tourist experience is highly desirable. Including evaluative measures in 
tourism network studies could connect this field with the wider debate on co-creation of the 
tourist experience, and by doing this provide new and valuable insights for both fields of 
research. 
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